University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

7-16-1993

Menem's Visit Underscores Discordant U.S.
Policies: Free Trade Overshadows Focus On
Human Rights
Erika Harding

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
Harding, Erika. "Menem's Visit Underscores Discordant U.S. Policies: Free Trade Overshadows Focus On Human Rights." (1993).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/11066

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 057492
ISSN: 1060-4189

Menem's Visit Underscores Discordant U.S. Policies: Free
Trade Overshadows Focus On Human Rights
by Erika Harding
Category/Department: General
Published: Friday, July 16, 1993
[The following article is reproduced with permission from the author, Mary Rose Kubal. The article
originally appeared in the July 9, 1993 issue of "Washington Report on the Hemisphere," a biweekly
publication of the Council on Hemispheric Affairs.] The White House's first official visit from a Latin
American president last week pulled regional issues, if only briefly, off the back burner where, aside
from Haiti and Peru, they have been cooling. Argentina's ebullient Peronist President, Carlos Saul
Menem, was in Washington June 28-30 to push his economic integration agenda and to receive
the all-important imprimatur of White House approval prior to his country's crucial October midterm elections. Taking in an earful of praise for his economic record on top of broad suggestions
concerning future free trade access, Menem left the US with his wish list largely fulfilled. The visit
suggests that Secretary of State Warren Christopher's spirited rhetoric concerning a new foreign
policy focus on democracy and human rights may be that and nothing more. Still unclear is the
Clinton team's objective in honoring Menem, whose presidency has been overshadowed by a
series of as-yet unresolved corruption charges, when it could have backed up its heady language
by inviting a more deserving and needy candidate like Ramiro de Leon Carpio, former human
rights ombudsman and Guatemala's new chief executive. One suspects US Trade Representative
Mickey Kantor, the first official to meet with Menem, is emerging as a major architect of Clinton's
Latin American policy Christopher only deigned to see him at a quick White House luncheon
following the presidential meeting. The picture of the accommodating regional leader willing to
mount an aggressive pro-US foreign policy while fully supporting IMF mandates at home, Menem
appears to have all the credentials that the administration's trade-oriented officials cherish. His
government recently initiated the largest privatization effort in Latin American history, selling off
over US$3 billion in shares of the state-owned oil company Yacimientos Petroliferos Fiscales (YPF).
Although favored by business-oriented groups, these qualifications hardly justify Clinton's apparent
enthusiasm to do business with a leader best known for his authoritarian tendencies, flagrant
disregard for mounting social problems and his role in a series of well-documented corruption
charges involving members of his family and close advisors. Christopher's support at the Vienna
summit for expanding the definition of human rights to include economic guarantees would seem to
clash with the President's uncritical embrace of Menem and his neoliberal agenda. In a joint press
conference on June 29, Clinton's praise of Menem's economic record and suggestion that "once
Congress successfully ratifies the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with Mexico
and with Canada, we will want to reduce trade barriers with other countries in this hemisphere,"
sounded eerily reminiscent of George Bush peddling his Enterprise for the Americas Initiative
(EAI). Menem's visit indicates that Clinton is as dedicated as his predecessor to extending free
trade beyond North America to the rest of the hemisphere. In addition, Clinton remained quiet on
the US$125 million sale of 36 A-4 fighter jets currently being worked out by the Pentagon and the
Argentine government. Although the meeting scheduled between Secretary of Defense Les Aspin
and Menem never took place, the deal, initiated by Buenos Aires in April, is in the final negotiation
stages. The horrendous human rights record of the Argentine military, as well as Menem's pardon
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of 280 of the armed forces' worst offenders, has been overlooked by Washington in its zeal to
cultivate good relations with a potential hemispheric trading partner. In ignoring Menem's failings,
Clinton is sidestepping the uncomfortable possibility that the stated objectives of fostering human
rights and democracy, while encouraging neoliberal reforms, are not always compatible. Although
it has girded macroeconomic stability, the massive privatization of government-owned industries
conducted outside of a regulatory framework has contributed to lower standards of living for
millions of Argentines. Steady transference and concentration of income has significantly damaged
the middle and lower-middle classes, much like the situation Clinton has vowed to redress in the
United States. Salaries have remained stagnant while prices have steadily increased, and, due to
Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo's policy of maintaining dollar/peso parity, the middle class
faces constantly diminishing buying power. In the land of cattle and grain, people are now literally
starving, and a country which boasted the highest levels of schooling in all of Latin America now
spends only 1.5% of its GNP on education one of the lowest figures in the hemisphere. Social
services have deteriorated almost to the point of non-existence for those who cannot afford basic
needs, including medical care. Cavallo has accepted the social costs of neoliberal reforms an
irony not lost upon those who remember his statist financial policies while serving the military
dictatorship. The desire to return Argentina to its "proper place" in the world is driving a model
of development unconducive to political and economic democratization. In 1991, Menem pushed
through legislation which increased the size of the Supreme Court and gave him the authority to
appoint over half of the justices. He has since used emergency decree powers granted to him by
that now-compliant body to implement controversial policies which otherwise had dim legislative
prospects, as well as to block investigations of alleged corruption within his inner circle. All of this
appears to have been lost upon the White House, which seems easily swayed by smooth-talking,
free-spending Latin American statesmen like Menem or his Mexican counterpart, Carlos Salinas
de Gortari. Hopefully, the US President and his Trade Representative will not be so dazzled by
Argentina's putative free market successes that they will become apologists for yet another regime
with questionable democratic bona fides.
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